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o With the increased number of women in the work force,
sexual harassment is receiving increased attention from the federal
gevernment, journalists, researchers, and counselors. To investigate
the influence of two contextual variables (status of the initiator
and age of the victim) on perceptions of sexual harassment
allegations, 123 college students (69 males;, 54 females) read three

case studies of alleged sexual harassment, manipulated for the two

variables. After reading the vignettes, subjects responded to
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group of items assessing general attitudes towards sexual harassment

Likert-type items on belief, certainty, and responsibility, and a

and the importance of the age and physical attractiveness of the

victim. An analysis of the results showed that greater credibility
wap given to the claims of a youag victim when the initiator was her
supervisor as compared to her co-worker. When the victim was middle
aged or old no differences in perceptions of credibility existed
between the two status conditions. Sex difference emerged, indicating
that compared to males, females attributed less responsibility to the
victim and were more likely to believe that the victim had been _
sexually harassed. The findings provide additionzl evidence of the
importance of contextual variables in influeacing perceptions of
social-sexual encounters. (BL)
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The present study investigated the influence of two contextual variables and their
interaction on college students’ perceptions of sexual harassment allegations: status of
the initiator and the age of the victim. Resuits indicated that for a young victim,
greater credibility was given to her claims when the initiasor was her supervisor cori-
paved to her co-worker. When the victim was middle aged or old no ditferences in
emerged with female compared to male Subjects attributing less responsibility to the
victim and being more likely to believe that the victim had been sexually harassed. The
findirgs provided additional evidence of the importance of contextual variables in

intlencing perceptions of social-sexual encounters.



In recent years there has becn an increase in the number of women entering the
work force, in both traditional and non-traditional jobs (Flaim and Fullerton, 1978). With
greater contant between the sexes in the work place, along with the advent of increased
consciousness on the part of woman, certain areas of conilict have taken on added signif-

icance. One of these areas is sexual harassment at work. This can be attested toby the

fact that it his received increasing attention from journalists (Farley, 1978), the federal

1981), and social scientists {(Benson and Thiompson, in press; Gutek, Nakamura, Gahart,
Handschumacher, & Russell, 1980). Many of the previous sociil science findings came
from regional and national surveys. For example,; from a survey conducted by Gutek et
al. (1980) on working people in the Los Angéles area, it was found that the majority
reported some kind of social-sexual encournter with the opposite sex ranging from com-
plimentary sexual comments to sexual favors as a condition of work.

Although initially conceptualized rather narrowly by the press and the judicial
system, the Office of Personnel Management (1980, p. 1) has racently defined sexual
harassment as follows: *...deliderate or repeated unsofizited verbal comments, gestures
or physical contact of a sexual nature that is unwelcome." This definitior makes sexual
harassment a much more common and serious concern for employers and employees
because it allows for a wide range of behaviors to have muitiple and sometimes confusing

meanings. What constitutes sexual harassment may often be in the eyes of the beholder
or, at the very least, determined in part by the specific context in which the behavior
occurs. Surveys (e.g., Marus, 1980) have indeed shown this to be the case.

The primary purpose of the present study was to investigate the influence of two
contextual variables and their interaction, on people's perceptions of sexual harassment
allegations: status of the initiator (which was also manipulated by Gutek, Morasch, &

Cohen, in press), and age of the victim (which has not before been investigated exper-



imentally). Methodology was similar to that of Gutek et al. (in press), and, as in that
study, the influence of sex of the perceiver was also examined.

The relative status between the initiator and the victim is a variable which has
received a grc . deal of attention in the area of sexua! harassment. Legal cases involv-
ing allegations of sexual harassment aimost always involve a high status male initiator
and low status fernale victim {Marcus, 1980). This accurately reflects the distribution of
power in the work place since men are more likely to be supervisors over women {Gutek
& Nakamura, 1982). Howsver, broader definitions of sexual harassment have included
situations in which the initiator may be of equal or lower status relative to the victim
(Gutek & Nakamura, 1982). For example, a woman may be sexually harassed by a co-
worker or lower status person when she is the recipient of repeated and unolicited
sexual attention.

A study by Gutek et al; (in press) investigating the role of status in interpreting
sexual harassment found when incidents of sexJal harassment contained an initiator with
higher status than the victim, subjects perceived the relationship between the two indi-
viduals as less favorable and less appropriate. This effect was exacerbated if the inci-
found that when the initiator has equal or lower status than the victim, the incident is

serceived as more inappropriate if €5 initiator is male rathver than female. These find-
ings suggest that the meaning and appropriateness attached to social-sexual behavior in
the workplace are strongly influenced by the status and implicit power of the initiator.
For example, the fact that initiations by high status individuals (regardless of sex) are
perceived as more inappropriaté suggest that the power over and subtle threat to a
victim's job are of major importance. Moreover, the fact that initiations by a female
véfsus a male are seen as more appropriate when she is of equal or lower status relative
to the victim implies that males regardless of their status vis a vis the victim, may
simply be perceived to have more power than fermales. Additionally, many reports indi-
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cate that supervisurs are the most likely initiators (e.g., Benson & Thomson, in press;
Farley, 1978; Gutek et al., 1980). Implied within the above findings is the notion that
behaviors that are considered to be more inappropriate are also more likely to be per-
ceived as sexual harassment: Based upon the above findings and assumptions; it was
thought that, in general, the credibility of sexual harassment cisims would be mediated
by the status of the initiator with greater credibility being associated with a higher
status initiator. (In the present study the initiator was always portrayed as males)

A second factor that has been alluded to in the literature but has received very
little empirical attention is age of the victim. In the present sutdy, age of the victim
was the variable of interest, while the age of the initiator was held constant. Previous
writings on sexual harassment suggest that while a person (especially  womanj of any
age may be a victim of sexual harassment, it is most often the case 4f &# bider man as
the initiator and younger woman as victim (Gutek & Nakamura, 19%2). This makes sense
given the fact that men in supervisory positions tend to be older than their subor-~
dinates. For example studies by Gutek &t al (1980) suggest that women, through their
thirties are slightly more likely to report being a target of social-sexual behaviors in
their current jobs than older women. In addition, it has been reported {Gutek &
Nakamura, 1982} that peopie who label themselves as physically attractive are more
likely to report that they were expected to date or engage in sexual activity as a condi-
tion of their jobss

These lindings suggest that a woman's age and physicai appearance may be impor-
tant mediators of the degree to which she is seen as a victim of sexual harassment. For
example, it seems plausible that older women may experience sexual harassment to a
smaller degree because they are not perceived to be as physically attractive and sexuaily
stimulating as younger wornen. This is consistent with the findings that oider women are
often evaluated more negatively than clder men or younger women (Novak, 1975; Novak,

Karuza, & Namikas, 1976). To the extent that this is true, it was expected that the
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credibility of a woman's allegations of sexual harassment would be mediated by her age;
resulting in allegations of sexual harassment by older victims having less credibility than
those made by younger women.

It was also expected that the credibility of an allegation of sexual harassment
would be mediated by a Status of Initiator by Age of Victim interaction. It was thought
that the claim would be more credible if the initiator was of high rather than equal
status when the victim was young. However, if the victim was older than the initiator,
or of the same age (middle aged), her allegations of harassment may be discounted
because of her age and possibie loss of attractiveness. Thus status of the initiator would
be of less importance when the victim was middle aged or older.

The fourth hypothesis was based on previous findings regarding sex ditferences in

less likely than women to see “dating as a condition of work® as sexual harassment and
were less likely to view a variety of non-verbal social-sexual behaviors as harassment.
Similar findings have been reported by Gutek (1981), Gutek and Nakamura (1981) and

Collins and Blodgett (1981). Experimcntal findings by Gutek et al. (in press) have aiso

ment: Given this; one would also expect th=% males would find the claim cf harassment
on the part of a female as less credible and less serious than would females. Men would

also sce sexual harassment as occurring less frequently. From the literature on physical

women to report that attractiveness plays an important role in social encounters, aone
would expect that male compared to female respondents would find a woman's age {and

Specifically, the following hypotheses were tested:

1. Allegations of sexual harassment made against a high status initiator {super-

visor) would be perceived as more credible than against ar: equal status init.ator
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(co~worker>.

2. Allegations of sexual harassment made by oidar victims would have iower
credibility than those made by younger victims.

3. Allegations of sexual harassment would have more credibility if the initiator
had higher status and the victim was younger. However, status of the initiator
would be of less importance when the victim was middle aged or older.

5. Allegations of sexual harassment would have more credibility for the female
respondents would find a victim's age (and attractiveness) as more important in
évaluating the credibility of her allegation. In addition males would view

sexual harassment in general as less serious and less common than females.
METHOD

Subjects

The subjects included 69 males and 5% females from three undergraduate institu-
courses at a state university, while the rest of the students came from introductory
psychology classes at a community college and at a private two-year college. For the

on the responses from the state university students; followed by analyses which added the
responses of students from the other schools. None of the significant main effects or
interactions were affected by the addition of subjects from the other schools, hence the
tinzl analysis incli~cd the subjects from all three institutions.
Materialss

Two independent variables: status (supervisor or co-worker) and age of the
victim (young=25, middle age=40, and old-55) were crossed to produce six versions of the

safne vignette. The age of the initiator was held constant at 40 years old for all condi-



tions. (Thus the victim could be 15 years younger, the same age, or 15 years older than
the initiator.)
The vignette itseif described a situation where a director of personnel relations at

an office machine company had to make a décision whether to investigate alisgations of

initiator's age and job status, three episodes of alleged sexual harassment were de-
scribed: (1) The victim was asked for a date which she politely refused, however, the
initiator winked at her and said "You could be nice, 1 can do a lat for you." (2) The
initiator rubbed up against the victim face-to-face while they were passing s=ch other in
a narrow hallway: (3) The initiator tried to pressure the victim into working fate and
when she refused the initiator said "You know jobs are really hard to get these days."
Piloting on a sample of students (N = 58) similar to those who participated in the study
revealed that they were fairly certain (X= 8.98, SD = 1.39, on a scale from 1 -very
uncertain to 7-very certain) that the vignette t@ifﬁ the status of Iritic tor and age of

characteristics, the vignette was included with two other case studies regarding
"problems faced by businesses”. The vignette was always placed either second or third
and order ef{fects were not found.

Following the reading of the vigneties, subjects responded to a series of 7-point
Likert-type items which formed the dependent measures (higher scores indicated the
more positive or affirmative position). Three items: Belief, Certainty, and Responsi-

hility. assessed whether respondents believed that sexual harassment had occurred, how
sure they were about it; and whether the victim was seen as responsible:

Also, a group of items (7-point Likert-type) assessed general attitudes towards
sexual harassment (e.g., seriousness and prevalence) arid the importance of age and
physical attractiveness of the victim: A manipulation check on the initiator's status was

made and perceptions of the victim's attractiveness were also assessed.



Procedure:

Duri~g clase time a male experimentor distributed what was calicd "a survey being
taken by a research consalting group interestad in finding out about people's serceptions
5F situations ofren confranting businesses™ Students responded to the th-ee Case stadies
in C'ass and were then dedriefed. Data collection was completed withir 2 weeks. About
5% of the surveys were ¢iscarded due to incomplete responses or failure 0 perceive the

maripulations. These were not systematically related to the experimenta ] conditions.
. RESULTS

Manipulation Check and Perceptions of the Attractivenessof the Victim

A univariate analysis of variance (2 = status of initiator X 3 - age of victim X 2 -
sex of subject) was conducted on the perceived status of the initiator. Results indicated
that when the initiator was the supervisor (X 2 5.97), ie was rated as having more status
than when he was the co-worker, (X = 4.22), E (1,111) = 87.21,p €.001. i audition, a
significant age effect also occurred on this variable, E (2,111) = 3:62, p ¢.03. Duncan's
muftiple range test (alpha set at 05) indicated that the initiator was perceived to have
had more status when the victim was young (X = 5:20) of middle aged (X = 5.26) than

when she was old (X ] 685 No difference was observed on the perccwed status of the
nitiator When the victim was young compared to when she was middle aged:
A similar analysis was done on the perceived attractiveness of the victim. Results

indicated that the victim was perceived (o be more attractive when the initiator was her
SUPErY IS {%s ts.?i) compared 6 her co-worker (X= 4.16), E(1,111) = 9.33,  £.003. An
age effect was also observed on this varizble, £ (2;111) = 8.23, p <.005. In particular,
Duncan's multipie range test indicated that the viciim was perceived to be more attrac-
tive when she was young (X=4:85) or middie aged {X= 45%) than when she was old (Xs
3.92). No significant difference was observed between the young and middie age vietims

or perceived attractiveness.
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Major Hypotheses Pelated To The Credibility

Multivariate analyses of variance (2 = status of initiator X 3 - age of victim X2 -
sex of subject) were carried out on the responses to the three items related to the credi-
bility of the incident: Belief, Certainty; and Responsibility:

The results of the MANOVA indicated no support for hypothesis 1, F (3,109) = 50,
ns. The statis of the initiator did not, in general influence the subjects' perceptions of
the credibility of the victim's harassment cfaims.

Main Effect for Age of Victim

The results of the MANOVA indicated that the second hypothesis related to age of
F (2,111) = .37, ns. The harassment claim of the young victim (X= 531) was more likely
to be believed when compared to the middle aged (X= 5.08) victim, F (1,111) = 5.03,
p <.05, or oider (X= 4.27) victim, E (1,111) = 22.53, 3 {:001: In addition, the middle aged
compared to the older victim's claims were also more likely to have beei believed, 5
{1,111) = 6.27, p <.05. Finally, there was a significant age effect on the Cértainty
variable; £ (Z;111) = 3:09; p {:05: Subjects were more certain sexual harassment had
occurred when the victim was young (X= 5.12) rather than old (X= 4.14), E (1,111) = 6.9,

p <.01. No other age comparisons yielded significant effects on this variable:

Age of Victim by Status of Initiator Interaction.

The Age of Victim by Status of Initiator interaction {hypothesis 3) was also found
to be signiticant [mmtivaﬁate F (6,216) = 246, p{.03] . The univariate F's for Belief,
Certainty, and Responsibility were E (2;,111) = 3307, p €05, giz;nﬂ = §:23, ns, &ﬁaf:_

(2,111) = 5.31, p<.006, respectively. A priori t-tests were conducted to test the specific
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prredlcuons concerning this interacticn. As predxctedL when the victim was young,
subjects ware more likely to believe she had been sexually harassed when the initiator
had high status (X= 6.10) compared to equal status (X= 5.28), Yyypy = 170, 2€05: The

éﬁBjé&E were aiso more Certain that it would be considered sexual harassment when the

’y

For the middle aged victim; status of the initiator did not influence Subjects'
resporises on Belief, Certainty or Responsibility; as predicted: The respective means on
Belief were 5.00 for high status versus 5.08 for equal status, t7; ) = 020, ns:2 On
Certainty the mean for high statis was &.80 versus 4.46 for equal status, t; 4y = 0.69,
ns. Finally on Responsibility the mean for high status was 2 2,04 versus 3.08 for equal
Status, te; ;) = 0.17, ns.

Alsc as expected, when the victim was older, status of the initiator did not signif-
icantly influence subjects' perceptions on Balief, Certainty and Responsibility. The
respective means. on Bélief were 3.83 for high status versus 4:68 for equal status; t(j 1y =
191, ns. On Certainty the mean for high status was 4.00 versus 4.26 for equal status,
e 048, ns. For responsibility the mean for high status was 3.83 versus 2.79 for
equal status, t7; |1y = 1.79, ns.

Main Effect for Sex of Subject

Hypothesis four regarding sex differenzes was also supported, multivariate E
(3;109) = 2:77; p{ 04: Univariate F's indicated that females (X= 5.35) wer more likely
than riales (X= 4:80) to believe that harassment had occurred; F {1;111) = 5.08, 2( .03.
Females (X= 5.00) were move certain about it than males were {X= 4:36); F (1;111) = 458,
b <:03. Also, females were likely to see the victim as less responsible (X= 2.70) than
1 One-tailed t-tests.

2. Two-tailed t-tests wera conducted on the middle aged and older victim conditions
because no differences were predicted.
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males were (X= 3.42), E(1,111) = 6.05, p .02,

The multivariate analysis on the questions dealing with sexual harassment in
general, resulted in a significant main effect for sex; F (6,106 = 4:17; p <:0008: As
exepected, univariate analyses indicated that the males (X = 4.65) thought a woman's
physical attractiveness was more important in determining whether she would be sexually
harassed than females (X = 4.00), F (1,111) = 3.78, p <.05. Males (X = 4.82) also felt &

worman's age was more important in determining whether harassment would occur than
females did (X = 4.02), F(1,111) = 8.70, p <.004. Finally, females (X = 6:28) compared to
males (X = 5.52), thought a charge of sexual harassment was tore serious, F (1,111) =

9.02, p <.003 and females (X = 5.76) felt that sexual harassment was generally more

common than males did (X = 5:09); E (1;111) = 7.07; p <:009-
DISCUSSION
The results of the present study were generally consistent with a small but de-

ature has indicated that the context in which social-sexual encounters occur may be a
powerful determinant of the extent to which these interactions will be interpreted as
sexual harassment (Gutek et al., in press; Gutek & Nakamara, 1982; Marcus, 1980). The

our hypotheses, it was found that a woman's age and job status vis a vis her employer (or
co-worker) play important roles in affecting the degree to which her allegations are
perceived as credible. Younger victims are more likely to be believed and less likely to
be seen as responsible than older women (perhaps because of younger women's greater
perceived sexual attractiveness). An attributional interpretation (Kéiii; 1971) would
indicate that perhaps older victims are held responsible for eliciting the sexual encounter

since there seems to be no external cause for the incident, &.g., her physical
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attractiveness.

The main effect for age was qualified by the Age of Victim by Status of Initiator
initiator was her supervisor rather than a co-worker, perhaps indicating that power
differentials between individuals are an important factor in subject’s perceptions of what
constitutes sexual harassment. This finding is consistent with the resulis of Gutek et
al. (in press) which showed that initiations by high status individuais are perceived as
more inappropriate. In iine with our prediction, status of the initiator did not lead to
differentiated responses to the middle-aged victim or older victim.

Perhaps the most consistent pattern of findings is the influence of sex of per-

ceiver on interpreting social-sexual behaviors. Females were more likely to lahel the

encounter as sexual harassment, to attribute less responsibility to the victim and to
believe the initiator sexually harassed the victim: In addition; females were less likely to
think that a woman's age and physical attractivenesss were related to the incidence of
sexual harassment and that sexual harassment is a more common and serious occurrence.

It is possible that since womeh are most likely the recipients of sexual harass-
ment, they may see it as a greater problem than men do and they may have a tendency to
other hand, may behave in the opposite fashion and perhaps resist labeling encounters as
sexual harassment. Future research may well explore the types of cues that are most
important for males versus females in making attributions for social-sexual behaviors.

It is interesting to note that while much of our focus has been on assessing the
impact of contextual factors influencing the credibility of an allegation of sexual ha-
rassment, these results say as much and perhaps more about a male initiator and his
power. Generally, higher status initiators are perceived as sexually attracted to and

more likely to harass youmg attractive lower siatus females. Subjects don't appear to

find platisible a higher status initiator's being sexually attracted to either a middle-ag

14



person like himself or an older womar. Clearly, subjects perceive the higher status male
initiator as being attracted to someone who is young, sexually appealing and in a rela-
tively powerless position vis a vis him. These findings corroborate much of the media
and common sense notions about who is likely to harass whom and why. However, the
present findings must be considered with some caution as these were college students
who may not be representative of people who are erployed in work settings where wch
social-sexual situations as described in the vignette take place:

Together, the findings of the present study provide some of the first experimental
evidence of the impact of contextual variables on perceptions of sexual harassment
cases. Because socio-sexual encounters are most likely to occur in a job situation where
there are any number of factors that may affect perceptions of harassment, it is very
important both theoretically and pracuically that researchers begin to examine what

behaviors are likely to be labeled sexual harassment and under what conditions.
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